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‘Cry It Out’ Sleep Training Gets Support

New research finds no harm to infant–mother attachment. 

It’s a question lots of new 
mothers ask: “Should I let my 
baby cry it out?” The subject 

has been debated by parents and 
psychologists for at least half a 
century. “Cry it out” is an ap-
proach parents use to get babies 
to sleep on their own that entails 
letting them cry themselves to 
sleep. Some parents and experts 
argue that it is harmful and that 
immediately responding to a cry-
ing infant enhances the infant–
mother attachment. Proponents 
hold that permitting infants to 
cry reduces the duration of crying 
and teaches babies to self-soothe. 

Now a new study provides 
some support for the cry-it-out 
approach. Researchers assessed 
the sleep training practices of 178 
infants and their caregivers and 
found that crying it out had no 
negative impact on infant–mother 
attachment and noted a possible 
reduction in crying duration and 
frequency. 

The infants and their caregivers 
were assessed at birth and at three, 
six, and 18 months of age. Moth-
ers reported at each assessment 

point whether they 
let their infant cry it 
out, with answers 
categorized as “no 
cry-it-out,” “a few 
times,” and “of-
ten.” They reported 
on the duration of 
their infant’s crying 
during the morn-
ing, afternoon, eve-
ning, and overnight 
and the frequency 
of the crying at birth, and at three 
and 18 months. Lastly, the re-
searchers assessed attachment type 
and infant behavior at 18 months. 

Most parents in the study never 
left their infant to cry it out imme-
diately after birth; more left their 
infant to cry it out “a few times” 
or “often” as time passed. Leaving 
an infant to cry at birth was associ-
ated with reduced crying duration 
at 18 months and reduced crying 
frequency at three months. Leaving 
an infant to cry at three months 
was associated with reduced cry-
ing duration at 18 months. The 
strength of these associations, 
however, was statistically weak. 

There were no associations be-
tween leaving the infant to cry at 
any time and subsequent attach-
ment and behavioral development 
at 18 months. The authors ad-
vised parents to make decisions 
they are comfortable with regard-
ing crying it out. They acknowl-
edged that it might be difficult or 
stressful for parents to respond 
immediately to every cry but em-
phasized that in the context of a 
warm infant–mother relationship, 
letting an infant cry it out is not 
harmful.—Joan Zolot, PA

Bilgin A, Wolke D. J Child Psychol Psychiatry 
2020 Mar 10 [Epub ahead of print].
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NewsCAP
ƒSurgical jackets and bouffants in the OR provide no measurable benefit to patient outcomes. A 
large-scale retrospective review published in the April JAMA Surgery addresses the debate between the 
Association of periOperative Registered Nurses (AORN) and the American College of Surgeons (ACS) over 
proper surgical attire. Guidelines developed in 2014 by the AORN recommended the use of bouffant head 
coverings (as opposed to traditional surgical skullcaps) and long-sleeved surgical jackets. These guidelines 
were adopted by the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services and the Joint Commission despite strong 
ACS opposition. Recently, however, after finding that this surgical attire is not supported by current evi-
dence, the AORN changed its guidelines to recommend that each health care organization determine an 
appropriate surgical head covering. The JAMA Surgery study of 34,000 surgical cases over 22 months found 
that jacket and bouffant use did not significantly affect the risk of surgical site infections. In line with the 
AORN’s revised guidelines, the study authors encourage institutions to evaluate internal patient outcomes 
and cost-effectiveness data to determine whether there is measurable benefit before implementing rec-
ommendations from outside organizations.
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